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Various states in Brazil are in total chaos in the early days of 2011, because of the torrential rains
that have caused a series of tragedies. In Rio de Janeiro state, as of Jan. 13, 360 people had died in
landslides, especially in the mountain towns of Nova Friburgo, Petrópolis, and Teresópolis. In São
Paulo, the capital of São Paulo state and the nation's largest city, major rivers overflowed their banks
wreaking havoc on public services and the general public. A state of emergency has been declared
in more than 70 cities in Minas Gerais state. Conversely, in the southern state of Rio Grande do Sul,
people are suffering the effects of a prolonged drought.
This situation, which is taking a tremendous toll on the image of state and county governments in
the most affected areas, invites reflection on the impact of global warming on cities. And it increases
the debate on whether the country is really adopting concrete and effective measures to reduce its
greenhouse-gas emissions and adapt to inevitable climate change.
In former President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva's eight-year administration, deforestation in the
Amazônia, the largest rain forest on the planet, was reduced significantly. In 2003, the first year of
Lula's administration, the deforestation rate in the region was 25,300 sq km. In 2010, the rate was
6,451 sq km, the lowest during the 23 years that the Instituto Nacional de Pesquisas Espaciais (INPE)
has been monitoring deforestation in the Amazônia.
Various measures contributed to this reduction, many implemented while Marina Silva was
environment minister, before she left the Lula administration to join the Partido Verde (PV) and
run for president in October 2010, garnering a surprising 20 million votes (NotiSur, Sept. 24, 2010).
Marina Silva left Lula's Cabinet following disagreements with other ministers regarding issues
such as the proposed hydroelectric plants in the Amazônia, including Belo Monte on the Rio Xingu
(NotiSur, May 28, 2010).
Creating protected areas, in theory free of deforestation, was one of the Lula administration's
environmental accomplishments, again implemented while Marina Silva was environment minister.
A UN Environment Programme (UNEP) study showed that, since 2003, 700,000 sq km of protected
area has been set aside globally, and 75% of the total is in Brazil.

New forestry law worries environmentalists
But environmentalists cite various measures, including dam construction in the Amazônia, as
contradictory to the official discourse that Brazil is doing everything possible to combat global
warming. A major threat at the moment, according to ecologists and scientists, is the revision of the
1965 Código Florestal Brasileiro.
The bill for the new law is under debate in Congress and could be submitted for a vote at any time in
the lower house before going to the Senate. The proposed change in the code significantly reduces
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property owners' obligation to maintain protected areas on their lands. And the major reduction
would be in the Amazônia, home to the largest biodiversity reserve.
Scientists and environmentalists find these proposals troubling. The July 16, 2010, issue of Science
published a letter from scientists associated with BIOTA-SP, with a warning about the effects of the
proposed changes to the Código Florestal. "If approved," said the scientists, "CO2 emissions may
increase substantially, instead of being reduced as was recently pledged in Copenhagen."
"Simple species-area relationship analyses also project the extinction of more than 100,000 species,
a massive loss that will invalidate any commitment to biodiversity conservation," said the letter,
signed by Jean Paul Metzger, the Instituto de Biociências da Universidade de São Paulo (USP);
Lewinsohn Thomas, Departamento de Biologia Animal da Universidade de Campinas (UNICAMP);
Luciano Verdad and Luiz Antonio Martinelli, of the Centro de Energia Nuclear na Agricultura
(CENA), of USP; Ricardo Ribeiro Rodrigues, Departamento de Ciencias Biológicas, Escola Superior
de Agricultura Luiz de Queiroz (ESALQ), USP; and Carlos Alfredo Joly, of the Instituto de Biologia,
UNICAMP.
In November 2010, 36 environmental and social-movement nongovernmental organizations (NGOs)
met at the Observatório do Clima and released a study indicating that the proposed changes to
the Código Florestal would produce up to 26 billion tons of greenhouse-gas emissions (15 times
Brazil's 2009 emissions level of 1.7 billion tons) and undermine Brazil's goal of reducing emissions
by between 36.1% and 38.9% by 2020.
One proposed measure is to reduce from 30 meters to 15 meters the protected areas (Áreas de
Preservação Permanente, APP) on riverbanks. With that measure alone, 1.8 million hectares of
native vegetation could be lost, according to Observatório do Clima. If all that land becomes
grassland, greenhouse-gas emissions could amount to 571 million tons of carbon dioxide, in
the opinion of the network of Observatório organizations, which includes Amigos da Terra,
Conservação Internacional do Brasil, Greenpeace Brasil, and SOS Mata Atlântica.

Questions about new president's commitment to environment
There is much speculation on the environmental position of Lula's successor, President Dilma
Rousseff, who, like Lula, is a member of the Partido dos Trabalhadores (PT). The new president's
inaugural address worried many longtime environmentalists such as PV federal Deputy Alfredo
Sirkis.
Sirkis said, "Dilma did not mention environmental issues in her address to Congress and they only
merited brief references in two of the 73 paragraphs of her inaugural address."
Sirkis cited Rousseff's first reference to the environment in her speech: "A nation with the inherent
stamp of Brazilian culture and style—love, generosity, creativity, and tolerance. A nation in which
the preservation of its natural reserves and immense forests, together with rich biodiversity and
the world's cleanest sources of energy, allow it to forge an unprecedented project for a developed
country with a strong environmental component."
Later in the address, the president again referred to environmental issues: "I consider that Brazil
has a sacred mission to show the world that it is possible for a country to grow rapidly without
destroying the environment. We are and will continue to be the world champions in clean energy,
a country that will always know how to grow in a healthy and balanced fashion. Ethanol and
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 3

LADB Article Id: 078110
ISSN: 1060-4189

hydro-energy sources will be greatly encouraged, as well as alternative sources: biomass, wind,
and solar energy. Brazil will continue to give priority to preserving natural reserves and forests.
Our environmental policy will benefit our action in multilateral forums. But Brazil will not let its
environmental action be conditioned by the success and fulfillment, by third parties, of international
agreements. Defending the environmental balance of the planet is one of our most universal
national commitments."
For Deputy Sirkis, "The environmental issue is treated as if it were already resolved, in that it can be
presented as such at international forums. He said the president's speech can give the impression
that "the whole environment issue is resolved, that we have solved the problem and can take a bow.
This is President Dilma's first message, and she lost the opportunity to open a serious debate with
Brazilian society about the dangers, challenges, and opportunities that affect the environment and
sustainability in Brazil. There, in her speech, there is little indication of an understanding that the
climate problem as one of the major threats that weighs on Brazil, and which will see temperatures
rise as much as 20% above the world average, risk savannas in the Amazônia and desertification of
semiarid zones, and floods and other types of worsening extreme weather in southeast Brazil."
Some energy measures announced by the new government concern environmentalists. Minister of
Mines and Energy Edison Lobão, for example, announced in early January the expected construction
of four new nuclear plants in Brazil, in addition to the two operating in Angra dos Reis, Rio de
Janeiro, and another under construction in the same county. Two of the four new plants will be
in the southeast and two others in the northeast, near Rio São Francisco, because of the water
required for operating the system. Ecologists lament the nuclear option, saying that Brazil has
enormous potential for sustainable alternative energy, clean energies such as wind and solar, as well
as biomass.

-- End --
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